Common circumstantial problems for trainees § educational challenges, exams, revision § anxiety concerning career decisions § pressure of work, lack of team support § unfamiliarity, inexperience § changes in team dynamics § personal health problems § sickness within the family § personal relationship difficulties § cultural isolation, culture shock (e.g. overseas graduates) § domestic responsibilities or pressures
It is helpful to apply a triage process to the doctor in difficulty, in a similar way to other clinical problems, by considering the history, the presenting problem, and the relevant social and employment context.
Thinking point
Think of a trainee in difficulty you have supervised in the past. § How were you alerted to the possible difficulties the trainee had?
If you notice any of these warning signs in your own trainee, the first step is to identify an opportunity to share your concerns with the trainee, being careful to focus on observable behaviours rather than personal characteristics or traits. There are parallels with feedback and supervision, so see the modules on How to give feedback and Supervision for more information and ideas on how to do this effectively.
An early conversation of this nature may rapidly identify the possible cause(s) of the trainee's difficulty, which can then be dealt with immediately. Some trainees may readily disclose information to a supervisor who clearly indicates their willingness to listen and support. Others may have concerns about revealing information to those who they perceive to have power to influence their progression. You may wish to encourage those who are not immediately forthcoming to seek help elsewhere by labelling your concerns and suggesting they may wish to speak to others within the organisation, guiding them towards the appropriate personnel. In the next section, however, we focus on the ways in which supervisors themselves can support the trainee in difficulty.
Trainees in difficulty
Trainees in difficulty are those who are not making sufficient progress in training or who are experiencing difficulties with certain elements of training. Trainees enter the workplace following years of intensive, formal education. A report commissioned by the GMC (Illing et al., 2008) shows that new graduates report feelings of un-preparedness for practice, of uncertainty about the roles and responsibilities they carry, and they may have very limited experience of hands-on care. In contrast, most doctors' postgraduate learning is in the workplace, happening alongside service commitments and arising opportunistically. It is valuable to emphasise the point, since failure to progress educationally as a doctor is usually likely to relate to a failure in learning within the workplace.
Swanwick (2005) describes the role of the trainer as that of 'structuring experiences, rather than transmitting knowledge', which underlines the importance of the experiences themselves as the vehicle for learning, rather than the knowledge of the trainer. In 'structuring experiences' in this way, the educational supervisor not only makes learning opportunities in the workplace explicit, but also has the ability to modify the learning culture within the workplace.
Trainees in difficulty may need help in identifying the learning opportunities that arise in the workplace, and encouragement to value and seize the opportunities for learning they offer.
Such trainees (particularly those who are felt to lack insight) may have reduced access to certain types of work as trainers have concerns about quality of care and so do not delegate certain aspects of work activity to them. Limiting trainees' learning opportunities may compound the difficulties the trainees are experiencing. Supervisors can help by identifying ways of enabling learning, making learning opportunities explicit, and using briefing and debriefing to help the trainee appreciate the value of these opportunities. Trainees in difficulty need more experience rather than less, if they are to make progress. As a supervisor, your role in 'safety netting' becomes increasingly important. The module on Facilitating learning in the workplace provides additional guidance on how to make the most of workplace-based learning experiences.
Interventions and strategies
The introduction of a structured training curriculum and workplace-based assessments should enable supervisors to bring together a range of helpful 'diagnostic data' and indicate the type(s) of learning experience trainees may need to overcome difficulties. The primary goal is to identify the nature and extent of the difficulties they face (see Assessing educational needs and Setting learning objectives for more guidance).
Personal development plans, if used effectively, can help trainees recognise gaps in their experience, skills or knowledge and be used to set goals for future development. The educational supervisor can assist the trainee in difficulty to identify the underdeveloped areas in their learning portfolio while encouraging the trainee to take the lead in this process.
Facilitating 'developmental conversations' which highlight the possibilities for further personal growth and understanding through a consideration of new ideas and ways of addressing areas of difficulty are vital. The Supervision module has suggestions on how to structure these conversations.
Workplace-based assessments can be extremely helpful, if colleagues have used them authentically and honestly, with a strong emphasis on the formative elements of their use.
These tools provide a means of capturing early warning signs of the trainee in difficulty. Multisource feedback is particularly useful, with careful interpretation of data to identify profiles of underperformance. Trainees who consistently over-rate their own performance may be a particular cause for concern.
Observation of a trainee's practice in the workplace, either formally or informally, is particularly useful in contextualising reported behaviour provided by others in the team. It may facilitate the possibility of distinguishing between occasional and systemic difficulty on the part of the trainee in a particular assessment. Thus direct observation of, say, a consenting procedure by a trainee, may simultaneously give insight into communication skills and technical understanding. The latter may be a small weakness in knowledge base, the former an underlying behavioural characteristic.
See the module on Workplace-based assessment for further guidance.
Thinking point
The educational supervisor is in a position to have a direct and positive impact on the trainee's programme of learning. For the trainee in difficulty consider the following. Creating an environment for learning
Trainees in difficulty will undoubtedly benefit from targeted and effective clinical and educational supervision based on assessment for learning principles and a personalised curriculum for workplace-based learning. However, as with all trainees, the need to create a 'safe' learning environment will be as important. Maslow has argued that in order for individuals to achieve self-actualisation, that is, to reach their full potential, a range of basic needs have first to be met.
Trainees who face difficulties may well struggle to achieve what they are capable of achieving.
The need to attend to the emotional dimensions of learning is evident in these situations.
Learning in the workplace is about learning with and from others. Most of us can remember at different times how we may have tiptoed around the workplace, trying to second guess what was expected of us as the newcomer. Trainees face these challenges on a regular basis.
Turnbull notes that:
As organisational members, we learn to collaborate, influence, negotiate, motivate, and achieve results through our interaction with others, all of which can be highly charged with emotion (Turnbull, 2000, p. 3).
It is important to ensure that the workplace enables trainees to feel that they are part of a pressures than the direct clinical supervisor, thus fulfilling some of the preferred benefits of a mentor. SCOPME's recommendations for mentoring are that informal structures should be encouraged.
There is reluctance to recommend formalisation of mentoring within organisations. Fraser agrees: the ideal relationship of mentor and mentee happens unusually, is informal and usually as a result of deliberate choice by the junior of one more senior from whom they are ready to seek counsel. Indeed, whether this kind of relationship can be organised by an external agency is debatable, but Fraser suggests that at least senior doctors should be asked to volunteer as mentors -to fill the role of 'teaching, coaching, supporting, counselling, and sharing information with the protégé' (2004).
For more information on mentoring, the 'Explore further' section includes a paper on 'Mentoring: theory and practice'.
To sum up
The effective management and support of a trainee in difficulty is complex and approaches adopted will vary depending on the nature of the difficulties faced by the trainee and your role in training. However, some general principles are relevant for all.
1. Seek to create an open, trusting relationship with all trainees, where the interplay between work and life is acknowledged and respected.
2. Know your structures and use them well. A trainee in difficulty is likely to require advice and guidance from a range of people, and, as their supervisor, so will you.
3. Keep contemporaneous records of all encounters with the trainee in accordance with employer, deanery and professional body guidelines.
4. Use workplace-based assessments diagnostically. It is vital that you are explicit about labelling all causes for concern and that these are recorded.
5. Set realistic goals for improvement, monitor these and record outcomes. The importance of ensuring clear feedback, based on observable behaviours and with specific suggestions for improvement cannot be overstated here.
6. Remember that trainees in difficulty are also employees in difficulty, who may put patient care or safety at risk. Involve appropriate colleagues with specialist skills within your organisation and your local deanery at an early stage.
